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Malaysia is a multicultural and multilingual country with Bahasa Malaysia (Malay 
language) as the official language, English as a second and widely used language in higher 
education, business, and private sector. Mandarin and Tamil as the native language of Chinese 
and Indian ethnic groups (How, Chan, & Abdullah, 2015). The Malaysian education system divides 
secondary schools based on languages and ethnicity, and Malaysian Chinese education is a unique 
existence in Malaysian education scene. The term “Independent” indicates independence from the 
government’s funding and involvement in curriculum and is self-sustained by the Chinese 
community and Mandarin Chinese is the medium of instruction (as cited in Tan, 1997). For UEC 
holders who choose to further their higher education in private higher institutions in Malaysia, 
which use English as a medium of instruction, the sudden change in medium of instruction from 
twelfth grade in Chinese Independent Schools to freshman year at university results in students 
facing difficulties in coping with English as a medium of instruction, the demand for critical 
thinking skills and different study skills for a higher level of academic expectations. This Teaching 
and Learning Project serves as a proposal to Malaysian Chinese Independent Schools to establish 
a university preparatory program that aims to improve four skills of English, communicate 
academic English skills, study skills and critical thinking skills that are required in Malaysian 
private higher institutions. 
Keywords: Malaysia Chinese Independent High Schools; university preparatory program; 
academic English; critical thinking skills, study skills; awareness 
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Introduction 
The Malaysian education system for secondary education is known to be diversified 
according to the three main language groups of Malaysia. Sekolah Kebangsaan (National Schools) 
indicates schools of Malay medium of instruction and are under the full funding from the 
government; Chinese Independent Schools, refers to secondary schools that use Mandarin as a 
medium of instruction; and International Schools that use English as a medium of instruction. 
Aside from international schools, English language is a mandatory language subject in the 
curriculum of the National Schools and Chinese Independent Schools. (How, Chan, & Abdullah, 
2015). 
For a university freshman who graduated from a Chinese Independent High School and 
further studies in a university that use English as the medium of instruction, challenges in 
adapting a whole new language and learning environment are expected. This teaching and 
learning projects aims to provide twelfth grade students (final year students) of Malaysian Chinese 
Independent High School a preparatory program to assist the students in improving English 
language proficiency, introducing academic English and cultivating critical thinking ability and 
other skills that are essential to tertiary education. The Teaching and Learning Project will be 
conducted once in every week, for a total of nine months excluding public and school holidays. By 
the end of the program, students are expected to have learned at least 1,000 high frequency 
academic vocabulary, familiarized with the grammar structure of academic essays, improved on 
the proficiency of four skills and critical thinking skills. 
 
Malaysia Chinese Independent Schools 
Malaysian Chinese Independent High Schools is a private school system that provides 
Chinese medium education on secondary level of education. The education system is navigated by 
the United Chinese School Committees’ Association (UCSCA or Dong Zong) and the United 
Chinese School Teachers’ Association (UCSTA or Jiao Zong). The two non-profit organizations are 
established and supported by Chinese educators who are enthusiastic about the reformation and 
development of Chinese education in Malaysia (Tan and Teoh, 2015). The UCSCA is responsible 
for creating syllabuses, textbooks and designing the standardized examination for 62 Chinese 
independent schools all over Malaysia (UCSCA, 2017). The association possesses no authority on 
the syllabus and principles of teaching of each school. In fact, the school principals and the Chief 
Executive Officers of each school are the decision makers of the syllabuses, curriculums and the 
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school’s mission and vision. The absence of standardizing the syllabus and curriculum of Chinese 
Independent High Schools has resulted in the diversity of teaching principles among the schools 
(Qian, 2017). The 62 schools offer six years of secondary education, students spend three junior 
years and three senior years studying at the schools with Chinese, English and Malay languages 
as the compulsory language subjects. Due to the uniqueness in history and tradition of each 
Chinese community in Malaysia, the Chinese schools differ in management, teaching beliefs, the 
choice of the medium of instruction, and the policy of hiring teachers and recruiting students. 
Despite the differences, the 62 schools utilize the same study materials published by UCSCA and 
the teachers are often sent to the association for trainings and students are tested through the 
Unified Examination Certificate (UEC)- a standardized examination designed solely for Malaysian 
Chinese Independent High Schools.  
 
Statement of Problem  
Despite English is being labeled as a second language and is a medium of instruction of 
vast majority of the Malaysian universities, undergraduate students are reported to be lacking in 
English language proficiency as well as critical thinking skills and study skills. According to a 
study conducted by Mustaffa (2006), undergraduate students in Malaysia are reported to often 
encounter problems with listening to lectures and engaging in academic discussions due to the lack 
of notetaking skills. When transitioning from secondary education to tertiary education, students 
are expected to have acquired academic and critical thinking skills in order to fulfill academic 
demands at the university. As concluded from several studies by Muhammad (2007), Malaysian 
undergraduate students found the transition from secondary to higher education to be challenging 
due to the differences of learning environment, culture and medium of instruction. In addition, 
students’ limited critical thinking ability has resulted in poor performance in academic production 
which includes academic speaking and writing. In addition, a large number of Malaysian 
undergraduate students are reported to not be able to comprehend complex sentences or difficult 
academic vocabulary (Ahmad Mazli Muhammad, 2007; Nambiar, 2007; Zaira Abu Hasan, 2008) 
despite the students started to learn the English language since preschool. Hiew (2012), has stated 
the English proficiency of Malaysian learners is disappointingly low given the fact that some even 
exposed to English instruction for years. Moreover, Malaysian learners tend to create lexical 
mistakes in speech and writing due to limited vocabulary (Normazidah, Koo, & Hazita, 2012). 
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In the context of Chinese Independent High Schools, graduates continually face problems 
in adapting to the drastic change in language environment despite a number of Chinese 
independent schools have switched the medium of instruction from Mandarin to English for 
Science and Mathematics subjects. Lack of proper preparatory program will result in students not 
being able to perform what are expected in university academic – academic English and critical 
thinking skills. English classes in Malaysian Chinese Independent Schools are very much teacher 
centered approach. Standardized examinations such as the Unified Examination Certificate (UEC) 
serves as the benchmark for learning English. For decades, students were required to learn from 
grammar and reading comprehension textbooks, with spelling tests and dictations took place in 
between lessons. In addition, writing was an indispensable part in English class, students would 
learn about types of essay and the structure; however, brainstorming activities were not 
emphasized in the process of writing. Overall speaking, majority of the English classes in 
Malaysian Chinese Independent High Schools are conducted with a rather strict and result 
oriented teaching approach, the development of critical thinking and learners’ autonomy has 
therefore been confined. Therefore, a carefully crafted Teaching and Learning project is able to 
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Rationale for the project 
Purposes of the Project 
The purpose of establishing a university preparatory program in the Chinese Independent 
High Schools as a Teaching and Learning Project is to address the needs of preparing twelfth grade 
students for tertiary education in order to minimize the gap between the students’ level of daily 
English and academic English that is going to be used throughout the undergraduate program; 
and assist students to acquire the skills needed for university education. Furthermore, students 
will be given opportunity to raise awareness about university academics and campus life to counter 
the unnecessary culture shock during the transition from high school to university.  
 
Significance of the project 
This Teaching and Learning Project is a tailored program for the twelfth grade students 
of the Malaysian Chinese Independent High Schools. Unlike regular English for Academic 
Purposes (EAP) textbooks with fixed table of content and chapters to cover within a period of time, 
the TLP is a flexible and tailored made program according to students’ needs, proficiency, and 
characteristics. Changes of materials and syllabus are acceptable, such as the set unit topics can 
be altered based on the students’ progress and overall interest. Furthermore, the program selects 
common topics that students are familiar with or topics that used to be covered in the Cambridge 
ESOL program of that is used by certain high schools which provide extra English communicative 
lessons. However, the selected materials are academically inclined and discuss a specific aspect of 
a domain. For instance, if the unit topic is “Music”, one of the specific aspects within the domain 
of music is the relationship between music and mental health. The TLP teaches students higher 
level input and urges students to create higher level output using the skills and structures taught 
in class. Benefits of the project The Teaching and Learning Projects aims to provide a grace period 
to the twelfth grade students of Malaysian Chinese Independent Schools by transmitting language 
and academic skills, raising awareness about the differences between high school and university 
materials and learning styles. Despite majority of graduates further studies at an English medium 
university, Chinese independent graduates may select a Chinese medium higher institution or 
study abroad in a Chinese speaking country or territory. The TLP is an English for Academic 
Purposes (EAP), at the same time, provide trainings for study skills and critical thinking skills 
development, as well as enhancing students’ awareness about university academics. A Chinese 
medium university possesses the same requirements as English medium university on study skills 
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and critical thinking skills. Therefore, skills wise, students will be benefited from the TLP 
regardless which language medium of university to pursue in the future. 
 
Goals and Objectives 
The Teaching and Learning Project (TLP) emphasizes on nourishing critical thinking 
ability and academic English skills that are essential for university academic. Apart from academic 
English and critical thinking skills, the Teaching and Learning Project will also teach students 
essential study skills that are vital to the learning process in tertiary education. 
Aims: 
1. To allow students transit from high school to university smoothly 
2. To develop students’ knowledge and proficiency of Academic English 
3. To improve students’ proficiency of four skills 
4. To cultivate students’ critical thinking skills 
5. To raise students’ awareness about tertiary education. 
6. To allow students gain self-confidence for university transition. 
7. To broaden students’ knowledge about academic topics. 
 
Goal 1: Academic writing skills 
Students will familiarize with academic writing styles by the end of the program 
Specific goals: 
Students will familiarize with academic grammar structure 
Broad objectives 
Students will be able to use third person writing 
Students will be able to write in active voice 
Students will be able to write in passive voice 
Students will be able to reduce the amount of unsophisticated words in academic writing 
Students will be able to paraphrase 
Students will be able to summarize texts 
 
Goal 2: Academic reading skills 
Students will be able to comprehend academic reading materials by the end of the program 
Specific goals: 
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Students will be able to grasp the gist of academic reading materials 
Broad objectives 
Students will be able to scan reading materials 
Students will be able to skim reading materials 
Students will be able to identify key points in reading materials 
Students will be able to identify keywords in reading materials 
Students will be able to relate reading materials to background knowledge 
Students will be able to proceed with extensive reading 
 
Goal 6: Critical thinking skills 
Students will develop critical thinking skills by the end of the program 
Specific goals: 
Students will be able to apply critical thinking in academic contexts. 
Broad objectives: 
Students will be able to reflect on learned knowledge 
Students will be able to make decision 
Students will be able to brainstorm idea 
Students will be able to apply learned knowledge to coursework 
 
Goal 7: Consciousness raising 
Students will be able to develop awareness about university academics 
Specific goals: 
Students will be able to understand the basic structure of university academics. 
Students will be able to identify academic content. 
Broad objectives: 
Students will be able to understand the requirements for university academics. 
Students will be able to acquire information about specific university programs. 
Students will be able to receive direct information from university students. 
Students will be able to distinguish academic and non-academic materials. 
Goal 8: Learning attitude 
Students will develop confidence towards learning academic content 
Specific goals: 
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Students will be able to monitor their improvements during the learning process. 
Students will be autonomous in the learning process. 
Broad objectives: 
Students will be able to reflect on the learning experience. 
Students will be able to search reading materials 




The school selected for conducting needs analysis was contacted through personal contact 
and was selected due to its status of being one of the pioneers in establishing the English Language 
Center- an interactive English classroom using Cambridge ESOL as course guideline in additional 
to the conventional English lessons that fully emphasize on receptive skills. In other way, the 
school is experienced in English communication program and was assumed to be open-minded in 
accepting a communication-based English language program that places focus on academic 
English. The number of participants in the interview session is 28 including approximately 8 
English language teachers who teach at English Learning Center (ELC) and 20 twelfth grade 
students from commerce and science classes. 
 
Data Collection 
Data collection of the teaching and learning project was conducted in semi-structured 
interviews All the data were collected in English and Mandarin based on interviewees’ preference 
on which language to be used in the interviews.  
 
Results and discussion 
Student Interview 
A total number of twenty twelfth grade students took part in the interview and was 
divided into five groups of four interviewees based on classes. Among the five groups of 
interviewees, three groups were students from commerce classes and two were from science classes.  
   All participants demonstrated desire to further higher education. Based on Table 1.1, 
when interviewees asked about concerns and anticipations of university life and academic, 
majority of the participants provided non-academic related responses such as the taste of freedom, 
The Development of a University Preparatory Program for  
Malaysian Chinese Independent High Schools. 
－ 429 － 
an enjoyable and a carefree campus life. Academic related responses indicate the responses 
addressed to the skills to be acquired, knowledge to be obtained in tertiary education, and academic 
expectations of a university. From the five groups of interviewees, only a student responded with: 
“Academic terminology will be a challenge for me”, which made up the 5% for academic related 
negative responses. In addition, a high percentage of students expressed their concern about 
interpersonal relationships more than possible challenges in university academic. According to 
Table 1.2, a small amount of participants showed no concern and could not predict the possible 
challenges in university academic by stating learning was a natural process and one should not 
worry too much. In contrast, a small number of participants were concerned about the hectic 
schedule and heavy assignment load as university students. The participants obtained the 
information from their elder siblings who were university students through observing the amount 
of time the siblings were away from home or the number of nights the siblings stayed awake to 
complete assignments. Overall, the student participants possessed little to no awareness about 
tertiary education. A small amount of students was aware of the busy lifestyle of a university 
students from an older sibling; however, failed to predict skills and knowledge to be obtained from 
and required by the university.  
When asked about concern with the transition between high school and university, 
participants in general showed anxiety and worries about not being able to communicate in 
English. In addition, majority of the interviewees stated the concern with interpersonal 
relationship particularly15 the fear of not being able to make friends and facing miscommunication 
with group members when working on academic projects. 
 
Table 1.1 Students’ anticipation for tertiary education 
University expectation Positive % Negative % Neutral % 
Academic related 0 5 (1) 0 
Non-academic related 55 (11) 30 (6) 0 
Uncertain 0 0 15 (3) 
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Table 1.2 Students’ concern for university transition 
Concern for university transition % % 
Language 30 (6) 
Study skills 5 (1) 
Others 30 (6) 
Not concern 35 (7) 
 
Teacher interview 
A total number of 8 teachers were involved in the group interviews included two heads of 
the English department. The selected teachers were experienced in teaching and have taught 
between eight and twenty years at the same school.  The interview questions mainly focused on 
students’ English language proficiency, the implementation of critical thinking skills in both 
conventional and ELC classes, and opinion regarding the development of the TLP. 
According to Table 2.1, the teachers conveyed similar opinions about students’ ability in 
English four skills. All teachers shared an agreement of the students lack fluency in speaking and 
writing skills(productive skills). one teacher in the first interview group claimed that students 
were lack in all English skills and demonstrated weak will and desire to address the problem and 
improve the current English language proficiency. 
 
Table 2.1 Students insufficient language skills 
Students insufficient language skills % 
Receptive skills (Reading and listening) 10 (1) 
Productive skills (Speaking and writing) 90 (7) 
 
Based on Table 2.2, the involvement and non-involvement of critical thinking in teaching 
achieve a balance for this category. All four interviewees from the first interview group shared the 
similarity of not possessing the knowledge and awareness about term “critical thinking”. When 
the interviewer altered the question to the teaching of analyzing and evaluating reading materials, 
the question was misinterpreted as the teachers’ evaluation on students’ performance in class. 
After a few more explanations, all four teachers from the first interview group agreed that there 
was no involvement of critical thinking skills in teaching the language. The responses received 
from the interview group could be interpreted as the lack of knowledge about critical thinking 
skills.  In contrary, the second interview group responded to the question almost immediately that 
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critical thinking skills are involved in teaching the language to various classes. The rationale given 
for the response was the curriculum of the Unified Examination Certificate (UEC) English subject 
for the twelfth grade students has been evolving, and critical thinking skills was a much required 
element for the exam. The teacher furthered explained, students were required to make inferences 
on the reading materials, answers without interpretations and further explanations were not 
accepted. The responses varied from the first interview group due to possessing the awareness of 
critical thinking skills, the higher frequency of teaching ELC classes than conventional English 
classes. In addition, the second interview group also agreed that students were given the 
opportunity to expose to more versatile topics at the ELC.  
 
Table 2.2 Involvement of critical thinking skills in classrooms 
Involvement of critical thinking skills % 
Involved 50 (4) 
Not involved 50 (4) 
 
Finally, a question regarding the teachers’ opinion about the Teaching and Learning 
Project (TLP) was asked. All teachers agreed with the idea of the TLP, some suggestions and 
recommendations were given by the teachers. A teacher addressed the necessity of developing such 
program by stating the students from Chinese Independent High School graduates tend to develop 
fears towards tertiary education due to the unimaginable difficulties would possibly occur during 
the learning process, particularly in English, hence, students should be learning in a preparatory 
program before entering university. 
 One teacher believed that the program would be helpful for the twelfth grade students 
as the students could establish understanding about the university academic. A teacher added to 
the response by stating the school was implementing Cambridge ESOL curriculum and using the 
textbooks- KET, PET, and FCE, the three textbooks allowed students to enhance English language 
proficiency gradually from elementary to upper intermediate levels according to the standard of 
CEFR. Therefore, the implementation of the TLP would be easier as students have had the 
language foundation solidified. 
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Syllabus 
A total number of nine units will be introduced to the students. The topic selection is 
based on the common and popular topic similar with the Cambridge ESOL textbooks used in the 
ELC classes from seventh to eleventh grade, such as animals, language etc. However, the materials 
used for every unit are of academically inclined and with a more specific area of discussion. 
The selection of materials is carefully examined by the readability test to address the 
students’ proficiency level. The materials were obtained from several reliable websites, such as 
The New York Times, NPR, Global News Canada, Science Direct, Jstor etc. The students are 
assumed to possess the B2 level of CEFR (Common European Framework of References) according 
to the last textbook used in the eleventh grade at the ELC. Therefore, to ensure students will not 
get discouraged during the start of the program, the materials will be carefully selected to meet 
the students’ current proficiency and slowly raise the bar as the students improve. Each class of 
the program consists of discussions and student-teacher interaction. Present, Practice and Produce 
approach is applied in every class except for certain classes where there are more inputs than the 
other classes. A unit topic is covered for three to four weeks according to the learning progress. 
The first four classes are the introductory classes that introduce students to the many aspects of 
the program ranging from university reality, syllabus and assessment plan explanations, academic 
four skills and study skill- reading effectively. Students will be assessed twice a school year which 
includes four skills tests, awareness and knowledge reflections. A sample of syllabus for the first 
eight lessons is displayed below. 
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Syllabus (Class 1 to 8) 
University Preparatory Program for Chinese Independent Schools (Twelfth grade) 
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Assessment 
The Teaching and Learning Project aims to promote and assist students to acquire the 
academic, critical thinking, and study skills necessary in university education. Throughout years 
of  learning English and was trained in the English Learning Center (ELC), students are expected 
to have learned to write different types of essay as writing is an important skill in the Chinese 
Independent Schools standardized exam. The writing portion is a combination of the students 
existing knowledge about writing in English with academic writing criteria such as information 
should be supported by details and evidence, paraphrasing etc. There are two writing assignments 
throughout the school year- informative paragraph and opinion essay. For students’ participation 
in class, class instructor will constantly walk around the classroom to observe how actively  
students engage in class activities. In addition, students are required to deliver 11 presentations 
during the “Production” stage of the topic, presentation requirements will be given out before each 
presentation. During the presentation, students will take turn to be presenters and evaluators. 
Two tests are included in a school year, namely mid-year and end-of-the-year exams which aim to 
assess students’ improvements thus far. Aside from skills based assessment, students’ learning 
attitude and awareness will also be assessed through mid-year and end of the year reflections and 
evaluations. Furthermore, students’ participation in class is divided into three criteria: engaging 
in group discussions, responding to orders and paying attention, and without chatting casually 
and speaking nonsense in class. To assess students’ participation in class, teacher should explicitly 
announce the criteria as class rules. Violation of class rules will lead to deduction of marks in the 
classroom participation portion. When classes are ongoing, teacher should walk around and pay 
attention to students’ engagement in activities and take notes on the classroom situation after 
every class. Students who violate the rules will be taken note on the class name list and marks 
will be deducted accordingly. In other words, students who successfully following the class rules 
are rewarded full score in the classroom participation portion. 
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Evaluation 
1. Presentations (9 small presentations throughout the school year) 15% 
2. Homework  
- Unfinished tasks in class and extensive exercises 




3. Writing assignments 
  - Informative paragraph 




4. Participations   
- Engaging in group discussions  
- Responding to orders and concentrating in class  





5. Field trip 
 - Preparation and participation  




6. Mid-year test (Listening and speaking) 10% 
7. End of the year test (Reading and writing) 10% 
8. Reflections  
 - Mid-year reflection 2.5% 






Higher education demands students to manifest high level thinking ability and fulfill 
academic tasks using proficient academic language which mostly, were not covered in secondary 
education. As noted in several studies regarding the problems faced by majority of Malaysian 
undergraduate students, the lack of English proficiency, insufficient vocabulary and weak critical 
thinking ability had led students to poor academic performance, specifically in Chinese 
Independent High Schools which use Mandarin Chinese as a medium of instruction, graduates 
often face challenges adapting to a different language and learning environment. Thus, a custom 
designed preparatory program which provides students training in academic English, critical 
thinking, study skills and consciousness-raising in Malaysian Chinese Independent High Schools 
for twelfth grade students is necessary to minimize the gap between high school and university 
education. The Teaching and Learning Project (TLP) not only addresses the common language 
problems encountered by UEC holders who enroll in Malaysian English medium universities, but 
also to help learners identify the importance of critical thinking and study skills in higher 
education. Most importantly, as students improve and gain awareness about university academics, 
anxiety about transitioning to university will be reduced, students could begin undergraduate 
study with confidence, skills and mental readiness. 
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